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We’ve been working our way through the Gospel of Mark, so let’s take a few 
minutes to get us all on the same page. The story began with camel hair wearing, 
locust and honey eating, rough around the edges, John the Baptist who hung out 
in the Judean countryside telling people to confess, turn from their sins, and be 
baptized. He told his followers that there was someone they would soon hear 
about to whom they should pay attention. He was talking, of course, about Jesus. 
Later, in the story of John baptizing Jesus, we were introduced to a common 
theme in Mark. As Jesus arose from the water, the heavens were torn apart and 
the Spirit descended as a voice from heaven said, “You are my Son, the Beloved, 
with you I am well pleased.” God and the kin-dom of God will not be contained, 
not in some heaven far away, and certainly not by the boundaries and limitations 
of human beings.  
 
Jesus began his ministry in Galilee where he right away began blurring the lines 
between who was in and who was out, lines that were closely guarded by 
religious authorities. Jesus’ message as he healed, cast out demons, preached, 
and called disciples, seemed to be that religious law and tradition should not be 
used to keep people out and to keep people broken. In the kin-dom of God, tax 
collectors and sinners are trained to be faithful disciples, lepers are healed by 
touching them, demons are cast out and forgiveness is offered by Jesus, whose 
divine authority is recognized by some (including some of the demons) and 
questioned by others.  
 
As we might expect, this new way of doing things was good news to some people 
and bad news for others. As Jesus traveled in the area around the Sea of Galilee, 
crowds gathered and were amazed and religious leaders were increasingly 
uncomfortable. Who was this Jesus to speak for God? That was a priest and 
temple thing, not an itinerant preacher thing. As Mark’s story continues, we will 
see the tension between Jesus and religious leaders increase as Jesus consistently 
pushes the boundaries. And we will see that Jesus’ words, like seeds planted in 
different types of soil, will sometimes take root, but often will not.  
 



Up until now in the story, Jesus had been interacting with Jewish people in 
predominantly Jewish communities. These communities were steeped in tradition 
and held together by Jewish laws and practices. But in our text today, Jesus 
crossed the Sea of Galilee into Gentile territory. 
 
This is Mark 5:1-20 
5 They came to the other side of the sea, to the country of the Gerasenes. 2 And 
when he had stepped out of the boat, immediately a man out of the tombs with 
an unclean spirit met him. 3 He lived among the tombs; and no one could restrain 
him any more, even with a chain; 4 for he had often been restrained with shackles 
and chains, but the chains he wrenched apart, and the shackles he broke in 
pieces; and no one had the strength to subdue him. 5 Night and day among the 
tombs and on the mountains he was always howling and bruising himself with 
stones. 6 When he saw Jesus from a distance, he ran and bowed down before 
him; 7 and he shouted at the top of his voice, “What have you to do with me, 
Jesus, Son of the Most High God? I implore you by God, do not torment me.” 8 For 
he had said to him, “Come out of the man, you unclean spirit!” 9 Then Jesus asked 
him, “What is your name?” He replied, “My name is Legion; for we are 
many.” 10 He begged him earnestly not to send them out of the country. 11 Now 
there on the hillside a great herd of swine was feeding; 12 and the unclean 
spirits[c] begged him, “Send us into the swine; let us enter them.” 13 So he gave 
them permission. And the unclean spirits came out and entered the swine; and 
the herd, numbering about two thousand, rushed down the steep bank into the 
sea, and were drowned in the sea. 
14 The ones who tended the pigs ran off and told it in the city and in the country. 
Then people came to see what it was that had happened. 15 They came to Jesus 
and saw the demoniac sitting there, clothed and in his right mind, the very man 
who had had the legion; and they were afraid. 16 Those who had seen what had 
happened to the demoniac and to the swine reported it. 17 Then they began to 
beg Jesus to leave their neighborhood. 18 As he was getting into the boat, the man 
who had been possessed by demons begged him that he might be with him. 19 But 
Jesus refused, and said to him, “Go home to your friends, and tell them how much 
the Lord has done for you, and what mercy he has shown you.” 20 And he went 
away and began to proclaim in the Decapolis how much Jesus had done for him; 
and everyone was amazed. 
 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+5%3A1-20&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-24374c


I will confess, my first reaction to this story was, I don’t believe in demons and 
pigs know how to swim, this is going to be a short sermon. I’m curious…what’s 
your first reaction? 
 
It’s true, you know, pigs do know how to swim. One of the commentators I read 
this week pointed that out, although I feel like he probably later regretted it 
because I noticed there were ministers arguing with him about it in the comments 
section of his post. I wondered two things: Who are these ministers who have 
time to argue about whether pigs swim or not. And, am I the only one who thinks 
arguing about how demon-possessed pigs behave is bound to be fruitless? I 
mean…how do you ever prove your point? For my part, I am positive pigs swim as 
my great uncle was a hog farmer and on his farm was a pond. The pigs swam in it 
all the time.  
 
Also, I don’t believe in demons, in shadowy beings that go bump in the night. I 
don’t believe in the whole “the devil made me do it,” ideology, nor do I believe in 
the “devil” or his evil hench-beings. The image that comes to my mind when I 
think about demons is from the 1990 movie Ghost, with Demi Moore and Patrick 
Swayze. It’s the scene when integrity impaired Carl, one of the movie’s bad guys, 
met his demise.   
 
He was killed in a rather gory way and his “ghost,” a transparent image of himself, 
walks out of his body. Suddenly a bunch of dark, spirit-y characters come and take 
Carl’s terrified, screaming ghost, away.  
 
All of this to say, supernatural bad guys tormenting human beings, are hard for 
me to wrap my mind around, but I do believe there are things outside our control 
that take over our lives. and the lives of people we love, and they persist. I have 
heard these things described, using words like possession, control, and 
“something beyond myself,” by the ones experiencing them.  It is those things, 
and how they affect community, that I want us to talk about today.  
 
Jesus left his boat and was immediately in the company of a man who was not in 
control of himself. He lived outside the village alone, among corpses. The man’s 
pain was so intense that he did things to hurt himself. His people, maybe his 
family, friends, or neighbors, had tried to chain him up, but he would not stay 
bound. They could maybe hear him crying out sometimes, but this man was out of 



sight and mostly out of mind. The community would rather he had been 
restrained, but at least they didn’t have to deal with him. He was “out there.” 
 
My God. How awful. What a horrible, primitive way to treat another human 
being. We would never do such a thing. We would never allow someone who is 
controlled by something we don’t understand, something that is so painful and 
hard to be around that it scares us, to isolate themselves and certainly we would 
never purposely isolate that person. We would never separate ourselves from our 
neighbors in pain, our neighbors crying out for help. No, we would never do such 
a thing. Except…we do.  
 
Most cities provide “homeless shelters” for people experiencing homelessness. I 
am not suggesting being homeless is like demonic possession, but the 
consequences associated with homelessness quite literally take over the lives of 
the ones experiencing it. For our part, we will support the shelter. We will donate 
blankets and coats. We will make a meal or pray for the ones staying there. But 
they are there and we are here. The ones who are homeless are in the shelter and 
we are in our homes. Separate. I wonder what it would be like if people are 
experiencing homelessness were brought into community, rather than isolated. 
This is one of the reasons I think the Family Promise program has the right idea. 
Families experiencing homelessness are invited into host churches for dinner, 
treated as treasured guests, welcomed into community. That’s a very different 
experience than staying in a shelter literally on the edge of town. Very, very 
different. But, we would never separate ourselves from our neighbors crying out 
for help.  
 
A young woman, 14 years old, living with recurring depressive disorder with 
psychotic symptoms, post-traumatic stress disorder and  
borderline personality disorder said this, “These conditions make me feel 
incredibly lonely at times, even knowing there’s a community of billions of people 
across the world who also experience mental illness. Mental illness is isolating. 
Sometimes I just can’t get out of bed; I can’t function. How do you explain to 
someone that due to the soul-crushing amount of pain in your heart, you’ll have 
to cancel a meeting for the fifth time in a row? How do you maintain friendships 
when all you want to do is drift away? How do you stay close with your family 
when you feel like your illness is a burden on them? It’s hard.” 



https://www.nami.org/Blogs/NAMI-Blog/January-2019/Combatting-the-
Loneliness-of-Mental-Illness 
 
Mental illness is not a demonic possession. But the feelings of isolation caused by 
it are real. The questions this young woman asked make me wonder how we can 
support the ones in our lives who cancel meetings because they just can’t and the 
ones who don’t have the energy to maintain friendships. I think we have to pay 
attention to the ways in which we can accompany people, to keep them from self-
imposed and community-imposed isolation. This series of pictures is one way of 
thinking about how we might be present for our friends whose lives are being 
controlled by depression and other forms of mental illness.  
The person on the right says to the person on the left, “What’s wrong?” “I don’t 
know,” the one on the left answers. “How can I help?” the person on the right 
asks. “I don’t know.” 
“Ok, I made you a nest. Do you want to come?” “Ok.” 
“Does that help?”  
“Yes.”  
“Are you ever coming out?” 
“No.”  
“Ok, hang on.” 
And in this final picture, the nest builder crawls into the nest alongside the first 
person.  
I wonder how we can build nest builders. I wonder how we, together and as 
individuals can provide safe place to the dear ones whose lives seem out of 
control.  
 
“Tell me your name,” Jesus said to the demon. “Legion,” he said, “because there 
are many of me.” I don’t know why Jesus wanted to know the demon’s name. But 
I do know there is something powerful about naming the thing that is controlling 
us, especially if that thing is hurting us. Step 1 in AA and other 12 step groups, 
“We admit we are powerless over alcohol (drugs, gambling, food) and our lives 
have become unmanageable.” Whatever it is, we have to name it. If we don’t 
name it, we end up always dealing with the wrong thing. If we don’t name alcohol 
as the problem then we live our lives blaming any number of things and any 
number of people instead. Name the thing.  
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When I lived in Illinois, and worked closely with city leaders on the challenges 
around homelessness, I worked hard to change the language around 
homelessness from “those people” to “the challenges our neighbors face.” 
“People are not the problem. People are not problems.” The problems are many, 
but some of them are poverty, addiction, mental illness, trauma, and an inability 
to integrate people who have been incarcerated back into the community. Name 
the problem. And then we have to work the problem and love the people. As we 
do, we need to be aware that solving the problems will be good news to some 
and bad news to others.   
 
In the story, Jesus made short work of the problem by casting the demons into 
the herd of pigs. That’s probably not going to be a viable solution for any of the 
problems we or our neighbors are facing. But let’s look at how the community 
reacted to the sight of the man, all cleaned up and in control of himself. Problem 
solved. I mean…how would you react?  
 
They were terrified. They begged Jesus to go away. Odd, don’t you think? This 
member of their community was transformed. He was looking and acting like any 
other member of the community. Yet, there was no party. No hugs. No tearful, 
“We’ve missed you.” No, “way to go, Jesus.” Just, “go away.” They didn’t 
understand. Maybe they were mad about the pigs…pigs were a big part of the 
economy clearly. Maybe it occurred to them that a bunch of dead pigs in the 
water source wasn’t a good thing. That opens up a whole bunch of ethical 
questions about the worth of a human being.  
 
I don’t think any of that was Mark’s point. This story about Jesus, told to Mark’s 
Jewish audience, took place in the midst of corpses, pigs, and Gentiles, all the 
subjects of Jewish laws governing who was in and who was out, demonstrated 
once again that nobody is beyond hope’s reach. The townspeople and pig farmers 
didn’t understand the kin-dom of God. They didn’t understand that it values the 
ones who struggle and the ones who are different because they are its very 
essence. The kin-dom of God says to the ones society has deemed flawed, the 
ones isolated, kept at arm’s length, “You are home. You belong to us and to God.”  
 
But we are products of this world, just as the community in this story were 
products of their world. When the thing we don’t understand is transformed, 
when the one whom we were quite comfortable being separated from is 



suddenly in our midst, our natural inclination is fear and to distance ourselves 
from the change we cannot explain. We are like the disciples and the religious 
leaders of the time. We just don’t get it. We don’t see what God is doing right in 
front of us.  
 
But the man who was rid of the demon…he asked Jesus if he could go with him. It 
is as if his story answers the question that lingered at the end of last week’s 
sermon, “Who is the good soil?” The seeds of hope took root in this man who had 
spent his life outside the boundaries. But finally, there was a way for him to 
belong. He could go with Jesus and be part of what he was doing. Jesus, though, 
probably realizing the man didn’t need to go with him because he already 
understood. He needed to stick around and tell his story. Everyone knew what the 
man’s life had been like before. In other words, they knew what the before 
picture looked like, and now, they could see the after picture. They could see 
what God’s kin-dom was like. 
 
So, you see, this story isn’t really about demons or pigs…it’s about how God’s kin-
dom takes root where we least expect it. Sometimes it makes us uncomfortable 
and afraid, sometimes it leaves us confused and with more questions than 
answers, but one thing is for sure, the kin-dom of God will not be contained. 
Amen. 
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